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As nonprofit organizations brace themselves for the possibility of reduced charitable giving, we have been asked whether specific funding areas may be more vulnerable to cuts than others. For example, do foundations reduce their funding for the arts to increase support for social services, or do they cut back on international giving to address increased domestic demand? Some fear that society in general, and grantmakers in particular, may not place as high a value on staging a new symphony, funding economic development activities in Africa, or preserving green space at a time when domestic unemployment is rising and the social safety net is growing weaker.
While we cannot guarantee that future actions will mirror past behavior, an examination of giving by U.S. foundations during the economic downturn of the early 2000s suggests that overall grantmaking priorities do not shift suddenly in the face of reduced resources and over the longer term are remarkably consistent. These findings based on field of activity and geographic focus should not be taken to mean that the specific grantmaking initiatives of 1999 are identical to those of 2005. Rather, they suggest that these foundations have a steady commitment to mission and grantmaking priorities and guidelines. In times of financial hardship, this may mean that an arts organization stays open when attendance is down, or more land is conserved when property is less expensive, or improvements in global health are not deferred until the stock market recovers. Does this mean that foundations are unresponsive to pressing demands outside of their core focus areas during times of exceptional need? In fact, the evidence suggests quite the contrary. The Foundation Center documented almost $700 million in giving by U.S. foundations in the aftermath of the September 11 terrorist attacks 4 and close to $500 million in funding through mid-2007 for relief, recovery, and rebuilding efforts following the 2005 Gulf Coast hurricanes. 5 In lieu of cutting back on support for existing funding priorities, foundations may use discretionary or emergency funds to make these commitments, or even tap their endowments.
As of early November 2008, a number of foundations have already announced efforts to specifically address the current economic crisis. Among these are the MacArthur Foundation's $68 million initiative to provide grants and low-interest loans for foreclosure prevention and mitigation efforts in Chicago neighborhoods; the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation's initial $2.7 million in funding as part of a new initiative to study the ongoing financial market crisis and improve public understanding of economics and finance; and the Silicon Valley Community Foundation's additional $1 million commitment to its new "Strengthen the Safety Net" campaign.
No one can successfully predict how long the current financial crisis will last, how deep the recession will be, and what toll this will take on the grantmaking capacity of the nation's foundations. But the relative stability of foundations' grantmaking priorities during the last economic downturn should alleviate at least one source of concern for nonprofit organizations as they face the challenging times ahead. See the Foundation Center's report, International Grantmaking III: An Update on U.S. Foundation Trends.
